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For many Chinese EFL learners, one of the most puzzling problems in English 
learning is brought by synonyms. Because on the one hand, they are abundant in 
English; on the other hand, the ability to distinguish synonyms has been regarded as a 
key factor of English proficiency. When learners need to find the information about 
differences between synonyms, the synonym discrimination boxes in English-Chinese 
Learner’s Dictionaries are a valuable source for them. However, the setting of the 
synonym boxes in current ECLDs lags far behind the needs of EFL learners. So this 
study is conducted for the improvement of the synonym boxes in ECLDs. 
Previous linguistic and lexicographical studies on synonyms are first reviewed 
and it is found that although the corpus technology has already been applied to 
dictionary-making as well as in the differentiation of synonyms, these three aspects 
have never been combined. In other words, the findings based on corpus have never 
been incorporated into setting synonym boxes in dictionaries. So this study is an 
attempt to combine the three aspects.  
Following the reviews is the introduction of seven theories, which lay the 
theoretical foundation for this study. They are Componential Analysis, Semantic Field 
Theory, Prototype Theory, Collocational Theory, Semantic Prosody, Seven Types of 
Meaning and User’s Perspective.  
Based on the theories, the corpus-based approach is used to select items in the 
sample clusters and distinguish those items. In the detailed investigation and analysis 
of current practice, the findings from the corpus-based approach are integrated to 
evaluate the synonym boxes in the representatives of ECLDs. Their strong points can 
be learned and their weak points should be avoided. On the basis of these points, 
some tentative suggestions with a tentative model are raised, in the hope of optimizing 
the SDBs in ECLDs. 
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Chapter One Introduction 
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Chapter One Introduction 
Due to historical reasons, English has taken in many words from other languages 
and most of the words have been naturalized, one of the greatest impacts of which is 
the richness of synonyms in English. The large number of English synonyms and its 
complex and intricate characteristics pose so many extra difficulties for English as a 
foreign language (EFL) learners as well as cultural differences. Take “amaze”, 
“astonish” and “astound” as an example. Many English-Chinese (EC) dictionaries just 
provide the Chinese equivalents of the three words, “使吃惊” “使惊讶” “惊骇”, 
which is of little help to users. When coming to choose one word to express a similar 
meaning, they are still confused and cannot decide which one to use. Meanwhile, 
synonym discrimination is of great importance to EFL learners as it is a key indication 
of English proficiency including both language comprehension and production. The 
result is that most English learners are desperate to master as many clusters of 
synonyms as they can. Looking up synonymous words in dictionaries and trying to 
find out their differences is the usual and practical way. So if a dictionary contains as 
much synonym discrimination information as possible, it would be of great help to 
EFL learners. Although with the development of linguistics and practical lexicography, 
many domestic publishers and dictionary compilers have realized the significance of 
synonym discrimination information to English learners and they manage to include 
this kind of information as much as possible in English-Chinese Learner’s 
Dictionaries (ECLDs), it lags far behind the needs of Chinese EFL learners both in 
quality and quantity. By adopting the corpus-based approach and analyzing the 
current practice in major ECLDs, this present study is to provide some tentative 
suggestions for optimizing the synonym discrimination boxes (SDBs) in ECLDs so 
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1.1 Rationale for the Present Study 
The rationale for launching the present study will be illustrated from four aspects: 
difficulties in distinguishing synonyms, importance of synonyms in English learning, 
synonym discrimination information in ECLDs and ECLDs as object of the study. 
1.1.1 Difficulties in Distinguishing Synonyms 
For Chinese EFL learners, Pang Zongqian (2003) notes that, among the many 
problems and difficulties involved in learning and using English, synonyms may well 
be characterized as most puzzling for both students and teachers. When digging to the 
core of difficulties in learning synonyms, people find that the following problems 
stand out: first, English is known for its copious stock of synonyms and their fuzzy 
natures; second, it is hard for learners to choose an appropriate or a more appropriate 
word from a group of words of similar meaning; third, it is even harder for them to 
tell the subtle differences between those words. Compared with native speakers, 
Chinese EFL learners are short of intuitive sense as to linguistic appropriateness in 
English and lack the experience or context of the foreign culture that breeds the 
synonyms. Moreover, they are likely to be affected by the mother tongue in a negative 
way. Howarth (1996) argues that native speakers employ a great many expressions 
that are to some degree internally fixed, someone learning a second language needs to 
have a command of those same expressions to the extent that he or she wishes to 
approximate to native speaker proficiency.  
A research concerning production (Ringbom, 1998; Pu, 2000) shows that most 
EFL learners have difficulties in vocabulary, and that they tend to overuse, underuse 
and misuse words. In the case of English synonyms especially, it appears that Chinese 
EFL learners have great difficulties in learning these synonymous words and 
discriminating the subtle differences among them such as style, degree, manner, 
connotation, collocation, usage, emotion, attitude, intensity, coverage etc.  
1.1.2 Importance of Synonyms in English Learning 













Chapter One Introduction 
3 
distinguish synonyms or not is considered as a key factor of English proficiency. So 
it’s vital for EFL learners to grasp as many synonyms as possible, which has been 
advocated by many domestic scholars. Zhao Qintian (2002) says that one’s English 
level can be judged by his ability to discriminate and use synonyms. Pang Zongqian 
(2003) points out that synonymy may well be considered to be something one simply 
cannot go bypassing in the endeavor to advance one’s English study and to better the 
application of the English. Wang Li, the famous linguist, also attaches great 
importance to synonym discrimination as he notes, “The process of writing is the 
process of selecting synonyms.” (see Lu Wenjing, 2000) 
Considering the difficulties brought by the large number of synonyms, some 
people may be wondering why English maintains so many synonyms and whether it’s 
possible to exclude some synonyms from English so that it would be easier to learn 
and master. The answer is certainly no. In fact, the existence of synonyms has its 
practical value and pragmatic effects. Synonyms render people a more accurate, lively 
and varied expression of their thoughts and feelings, preventing people from repeating 
and overusing the same words and thus avoiding monotony. They also provide a 
better comprehension and appreciation of the language and help people communicate 
with each other more successfully (see Li Huimin, 2005). So the large amount of 
synonyms is not inessential but indispensable in English and they contribute greatly to 
the distinct beauty of the language. 
1.1.3 Synonym Discrimination Information in ECLDs 
As is known, ECLDs are designed to help Chinese EFL learners in the process of 
learning English and when learners cannot identify the nuance differences between 
two or more words they would be most likely to resort to ECLDs. However, in the 
study of the treatment of synonym information in ECLDs, mainly the information 
listed in the SDBs, the author finds that those dictionaries more or less fail in meeting 
the needs of users. The main problems are as following: first, in terms of quantity, the 
SDBs in the dictionaries are far from enough. In contrast to the copious stock of 
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hundred groups of synonyms. Second, the user’s perspective is not taken into account 
in the setting of the boxes. The users of ECLDs are mostly EFL learners, so their 
needs should be paid attention to and those synonyms which are easy for native 
speakers to differentiate should never be neglected as most learners can not identify 
them clearly. Last but not least, some boxes in the dictionaries do not serve the 
function of discrimination. Meanings of a cluster of synonyms are listed in the box, 
illustrated with different Chinese characters, but the differences between these words, 
whether in designatum, in connotation or in range of application (Zgusta, see Landau, 
1989:135), are not clarified at all. So after studying the information contained in the 
boxes, users are still confused and have no idea about how to use the synonyms 
properly. 
Apart from the above-mentioned problems found in current ECLDs, systematic 
and theoretical studies on synonym discrimination information in dictionaries have 
not been fully carried out at home and abroad. There hasn't been agreement on the 
criteria for discriminating synonyms and the way of presenting synonym information. 
As to the reasons, on the one hand, different from EFL learners who need to rely on 
the information in dictionaries in order to distinguish synonyms, native English 
speakers can discriminate many synonyms based on their mother tongue intuition. So 
dictionaries like the Roget’s Thesaurus, which contains only lists of words and 
expressions, with no differentiation of the words listed, are what they need more. Just 
as Jackson and Amvela (2000: 112) comment, “Roget wanted too provide for users of 
the language a practical guide to the available vocabulary to express given ideas. The 
user of the Thesaurus would have a particular idea that they wanted to express, and 
the Thesaurus would tell them the words that were available in English to express that 
idea.” On the other hand, synonyms are distinguished mainly by meanings, but the 
meanings of a word, which are concerned with various linguistic and non-linguistic 
factors, are very hard to tell (Chen Yirong, 1997). Combined with the development of 
many branches of linguistics, including semantics, stylistics, context theory, social 
linguistics etc, which may have an effect on the discrimination criteria and principles, 
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1.1.4 ECLDs as Object of Study 
Reasons why the present study focuses on synonym information in ECLDs can 
be listed as following: firstly, although many monolingual learner’s dictionaries also 
provide information about synonym discrimination and can be studied as the object, 
to most EFL learners, especially those with a low level of English, it's not proper and 
practical to ask them to use the monolingual dictionaries and when buying 
dictionaries, their first choice is usually an ECLD instead of a monolingual one. Since 
this study is carried out from the perspective of Chinese EFL learners, ECLD is a 
better object of study. Secondly, because of cultural differences, there is always a gap 
between English and Chinese and the development of EC dictionaries lags behind the 
monolingual ones in many aspects, the treatment of synonym information included. 
So it has more meaning in studying synonym discrimination information in ECLDs. 
Thirdly, compared with traditional bilingual dictionaries which fail to explore the full 
meanings and usages of an entry word, ECLDs are targeted at English learners and 
make learners easier to use words properly. According to Zhang Yihua (2001: 179), 
definition with synonyms also brings trouble, because this kind of definition cannot 
provide further information on meaning differences, focusing only on meaning 
similarities. In his opinion, all the potential meanings and usages of a word should be 
provided in an active learner’s dictionary from cognitive aspect. Li Ergang (2001), 
Gui Xiaoman and Gui Dingkang (2001) all share his opinion. So the above three 
reasons explain why the author carries out study on synonym discrimination 
information in ECLDs. 
1.1.5 Summary 
Considering the difficulties brought to EFL learners by synonyms and 
imperfections of current ECLDs in handling synonym discrimination information, it is 
of great significance to study the SDBs in ECLDs and to provide suggestions for 
improvement of the boxes. Although the study may have its flaws and suggestions 
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